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Abstract 
This article critiques the rise of parenting orders in Scotland within New Labour’s 
self-styled model of ‘respect’ and ‘responsibility’. It examines the emergence of parenting 
orders in Scotland, which became available in April 2005, and argues that Scottish local 
authorities are sceptical of an approach they perceive as an ideological and legislative mix 
premised on punitive notions of individual responsibility and justice. 
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Introduction 
Since New Labour’s election to the Westminster parliament in 1997 and to the new 
Scottish Parliament in 1999, it has introduced a raft of policy measures and legislation 
in a bid to tackle what politicians widely perceive to be a growing problem of anti-social 
behaviour. The Crime and Disorder Act 1998 heralded an increasingly authoritarian 
approach to juvenile justice, law and order (Goldson, 2006). This was followed by the 
Anti-social Behaviour Act 2003 in England and Wales and the Anti-social Behaviour 
(Scotland) Act in 2004, both of which adopted a more punitive attitude towards young 
offenders and their parents. It is becoming increasingly recognized that New Labour’s 
widely quoted commitment to be ‘tough on crime, tough on the causes of crime’ has 
resulted in various state crackdowns against some of the most vulnerable and dislocated 
people in contemporary Britain (Muncie and Goldson, 2006). While the Blair 
Government has produced some positive social policy initiatives (Preston, 2005), it has 
also demonstrated a punitive intolerance in its response to certain forms of ‘anti-social 
behaviour’. For example, a question in the House of Commons from the Liberal 
Democrats in February 2005 revealed that New Labour has introduced 1018 new 
crimes since coming to power. Also, the UK currently has the highest prison population 
in western, northern and southern Europe, with 84,000 incarcerated prisoners 
(Walmsley, 2005) – a rise of 15 per cent in the past six years (Allison and Muir, 2005). 
The Government’s focus on ‘anti-social behaviour’, ‘breaking drop-out culture’, and 
matching ‘rights with responsibilities’ are the ‘unchanging values’ of New Labour that 
are supposed to take ‘Britain forward not back’ and bring ‘prosperity for all’ (see Blair, 
2005: 1). These values comprise an important element of the Government’s ‘theme of 
respect’ within what has been termed ‘the Asbo generation’ (Sparrow, 2005). 
Parenting orders are part of the ‘rights with responsibilities’ agenda and one of 
several new anti-social behaviour measures introduced by the 2004 Act in Scotland. 
These orders are based on the assumption that certain parents either deliberately 
disregard, or are incapable of addressing, the needs or behaviour of their children, and 
that compulsory measures are required to ensure that their parenting is of an acceptable 
standard. This article argues that current anti-social behaviour strategies are 
underpinned by stigmatizing and judgemental attitudes towards underprivileged parents 
and children. It suggests that an effective parenting philosophy is one that addresses 
the needs of children, young people and their parents while promoting prevention and 
support as opposed to coercion and punishment. 
 
Risk and the ‘Responsible Parent’ 
Contemporary social and criminal justice policies in Britain are informed by an 
ensemble of conservative and ‘middle-ground’ ideologies (neo-liberalism, neoconservatism, 
communitarianism and ‘Third Wayism’) that have become increasingly 
popular within western democracies (Rose, 2000). As a result, there is now a growing 
body of scholarship that examines the ways in which new modes of governance aim to 
manage ‘risks’ within society and how the identification of risk groups becomes wedded 
to processes of prediction and measurement (Feeley and Simon, 1992; Giddens, 1998). 
These modes of governance foster notions of responsibility where individuals, families 
and communities are continually urged to take greater responsibility for social and 
economic ills. Whilst new modes of governance assert concepts of partnership, 
empowerment and responsibilization, it is clear that power remains with those 
individuals and agencies that have the authority to govern; that is, to make decisions, 
to exert influence, to control, to coerce, to profit and so on (Chomsky, 1996). In our 
view, dislocated parents become targets of the new risk agenda where their needs are 
secondary to their responsibilities. As a category or unit of risk, the issues confronting 
disadvantaged parents become subject to measure and management strategies that 
overlook the difficulties that families in need face on a daily basis. Moreover, the 
introduction and rapid expansion of parenting orders is a further example of the 
authoritarian and self-styled ‘nanny state’ that former Children’s Minister Margaret 
Hodge admits has a ‘powerful’ role to play in the lives of British families (BBC, 2004). 
 
Parents have been the subject of state intervention for a long time. The introduction 
of industrial schools in Britain in the 19th century created a new dimension to the 
relationship between parents, their children and the state. As Muncie (2004: 63) 
identifies, parents who failed to ‘maintain’ their children or aspire to middle-class 
child-rearing standards feared ‘losing their child . . . Parents who failed to provide such 
care in effect signed away their rights to their children’. Similarly, Arthur (2005: 234), 
notes that under the Reformatory Schools Act 1884, ‘children between five and 16 years-old 
could be sent to reformatory school for up to two years while their parents could be 
ordered to pay for their upkeep’. Parents continue to face the ongoing threat of separation 
from their children as ‘poor or irresponsible parenting’ is now an offence to be dealt with in 
court where the most serious sanction can lead to incarceration. 
Parenting orders were introduced in England and Wales under the Crime and 
Disorder Act 1998 and made available on 30 September 1998 for an 18 month trial 
(Home Office, 2000). On 1 June 2000, the orders were extended nationally and 
amended by the Anti-social Behaviour Act 2003 and Criminal Justice Act 2003 ‘to 
increase flexibility and widen their availability’ (Department of Constitutional Affairs, 
2004). This widening availability became operational on 27 February 2004. The orders 
are premised on models of developmental psychology and the 10-year-old 
criminological work of Graham and Bowling (1995) and Farrington (1996). These 
studies have influenced the definitions of risk and various ‘risk factors’. Candidates for 
parenting orders are often perceived to hold one or more characteristics that place their 
children ‘at risk’ of offending. Such factors as ‘socio-economic deprivation’, low 
intelligence, school failure, drug abuse, poor parenting and family conflict are repeatedly 
identified or associated with the onset of offending (Scottish Executive, 2003). ‘Poor 
parenting’ is more an implied assumption than a defined fact where the behaviour of 
the child may determine the status of the parent. Child truancy, lawbreaking or 
‘misbehaviour’ is now axiomatic and prima facie grounds for the state to assert ‘poor 
parenting’ and instigate intervention. As a result, state-defined notions of poor 
parenting are often focused on the poor and powerless in British society (Powell, 2001). 
Therefore, ‘poor parenting’ is a politically and socially constructed category that 
eschews the conduct of some professional groups. For example, parents who work in 
senior corporate positions that demand 100 hours a week and who are continually 
absent from the lives of their children are not placed on parenting orders. It is known 
that the misdemeanours and personal problems of affluent children and the conduct of 
their parents are addressed outside the state apparatus in private institutions that serve 
to shield the privileged classes from social controls through such mechanisms as 
parenting orders (Jones, 1993; Ferguson et al., 2002). 
 
The Rise of Parenting Orders in the UK 
Statistics relating to parenting orders are difficult to obtain. There is no central or 
consolidated database within one government department. Instead, various forms of 
statistical information are collated by the Home Office, the Youth Justice Board (YJB) 
and the Department of Education and Skills. In order to generate statistical trends and 
a broad picture about the operation of parenting orders, three separate requests were 
made under the Freedom of Information (FOI) Act and several email communications 
took place with representatives from the above organizations. The Youth Justice Board 
reported that between April 2000 (when YJB commenced collecting data) and 
September 2005, a total of 5988 parenting orders in England and Wales had been made 
(see Table 1). This figure does not include orders made in the first 18 months and may 
omit numerous orders applied for by local authorities who were not compelled to 
provide statistics until April 2005. 
 
 
 
The orders are categorized as ‘parenting order – crime’, ‘parenting order – education’ 
and ‘parenting order – other’. Within the miscellaneous ‘other’ category there are six 
subcategories: ‘parenting order – referral orders’; ‘parenting order – ASBO’; ’parenting 
order – sex offender order’; ‘parenting order – CSO’; ‘parenting order – Applied for 
by YOT’, and ‘parenting order – Applied for by LEA’. Table 1 was generated from 
statistics obtained under the FOI Act from the Youth Justice Board. 
It is significant to note that parenting orders in England and Wales have witnessed 
an increase of 38 per cent from 2004/5 on the previous 12 month period. Moreover, 
information provided by the Youth Justice Board for breaches of parenting order was 
available for the years 2000–2003 and revealed that 2 per cent of orders were breached 
and returned to court with a fine the most favoured sentencing disposal. Interestingly 
no information was provided for the most recent years that have seen the dramatic 
increase in parenting orders. Instead, the Youth Justice Board identifies that ‘with an 
increase in parenting orders, there is likely to have been an increase in breaches’ 
(Adekaiyaoja, 2005). Table 1 includes data on ‘parenting orders – education’ that have 
witnessed a noticeable increase since their introduction. Such orders are made under 
section 444 of the Education Act and are made for a ‘parent’s failure to secure a child’s 
regular attendance at school’ (Evans, 2005). It is interesting to note the extent to which 
moves to blame parents for their children’s non-school attendance appear to contradict 
the research evidence, which indicates strongly that truancy is a complex and 
contradictory entity (see MVA, 1991; Kinder et al., 1996; McAra, 2004). 
In Scotland there has yet to be a single Parenting Order made – but this is about to 
change. The Scottish Executive introduced parenting orders in April 2005 as a three 
year pilot (Scottish Executive, 2004a). It is important to note that the Crime and 
Disorder Act 1998 precluded the use of parenting orders in Scotland. The later 
introduction of parenting orders in Scotland was not solely based on legislative delays 
for a devolved administration but as a Scottish Executive official noted: 
 
. . . a view [was] taken at the time that in Scotland voluntary measures should 
continue to be used. The introduction of parenting orders does not mean we have 
moved away from this view. 
The Partnership Agreement committed the Executive to introducing parenting orders 
in Scotland due to increasing concern about the impact of poor parenting on children 
but as a last resort. 
(Ferron, 2005) 
 
Therefore, up until now, Scotland has adopted a reserved and cautious stance towards 
the use of parenting orders; one that asserts a more inclusive and voluntary approach 
in preference to legal intervention. The Scottish Executive now views parenting orders 
as an appropriate and helpful measure to address parenting matters. This recent 
position is more in keeping with the rhetoric and policies of the Home Office. The 
Home Office has continually argued that parenting orders are to be seen as a positive 
and progressive step towards ‘helping’ families. For example, the Home Office, Together 
– Tackling Anti-social Behaviour, states ‘this is not a punishment but a positive way of 
bolstering parental responsibility and helping parents develop their skills so they can 
respond more effectively to their child(ren)’s needs’ (Home Office, 2005). This 
self-styled ‘soft approach’ is at odds with a growing body of criminological scholarship 
that views parenting orders as the moral authoritarian approach to social problems. As 
Muncie and Goldson (2006) argue, parenting orders have been framed not in a welfare 
model of social deprivation and economic dislocation but within a ‘pre-occupation with 
law and order’ where the emphasis shifts to disciplining the ‘failing family’ (Goldson 
and Jamieson, 2002; Pitts, 2003; Arthur, 2005). Despite recent evidence suggesting that 
effective parenting skills are extremely hard to acquire, especially for those whose 
difficulties with their children are compounded by poverty and social deprivation 
(Smith, 2004), the UK state continues to insist that compulsory parental education 
programmes are the answer. In other words, dislocated and disadvantaged families 
require integrated initiatives based on inclusion and support that highlight family 
strengths and not ‘family failings’ or weaknesses (Buchanan, 2002; Statham and Biehal, 
2005). 
 
Scotland has had the benefit of observing the development and implementation of 
parenting orders in England and Wales for the past seven years. What lessons have 
been learned? To what extent do the ‘voluntary measures’ mentioned above by the 
Scottish Executive remain central to existing parenting policy and practice? And are 
parenting orders the option of ‘last resort’? 
 
The ‘Problem’ of Anti-social Behaviour in Scotland 
New Labour’s often disciplinary and authoritarian approach towards all things 
‘anti-social’ has recently been witnessed in Scotland towards young people and their 
families. While slower off the mark in Scotland, the movement towards an intolerant 
social control initiative is clearly underway. For example, in 2003, curfew orders were 
introduced (Waiton, 2001) and we have seen the introduction of a youth court (Popham 
et al., 2005), and it is now predicted that the use of anti-social behaviour orders for 
under-16s will grow in earnest (Adams and Briggs, 2005). This prediction is well 
supported by the documentation of the Scottish Executive. Putting Our Communities First: 
A Strategy for Tackling Anti-social Behaviour was published by the Scottish Executive (2003) 
as a consultation paper (referred to hereafter as ‘the paper’) in advance of a proposed 
Anti-social Behaviour Bill. Margaret Curran, then Minister for Communities, argued 
that most people in Scotland were ‘ordinary and decent’, but that, ‘there are a few 
among us who do not fulfil their side of the bargain’ (p. vi). Insisting that the 
government had listened to the concerns of these ‘ordinary’ and ‘decent’ people, the 
minister stressed that, ‘anti-social behaviour by individuals, families or businesses and 
other bodies will not be ignored or tolerated any longer’ (p. vii). The paper is based on 
a government view that anti-social behaviour is a real problem: ‘Anti-social behaviour 
takes many different forms. But its effects are the same. People’s lives are made a 
misery. The fabric of our communities is degraded. Neighbourhoods are blighted. 
Crime increases. The consequences affect all of us’ (p. 1). 
 
The above statement has a very different meaning if the phrase ‘anti-social behaviour’ 
is replaced with ‘inequality’. What appears to have been lacking in the paper is any 
genuine attempt to analyse the extent to which rates of poverty (Ridge, 2004) and 
inequality (Wilkinson, 2005), as well as other external factors – such as class, gender, 
ethnicity and divisive economic and policy measures (Ferguson et al., 2002; Miller, 2004; 
Preston, 2005) – are associated with the labelling of certain young people and their 
families as ‘anti-social’. This is not to suggest that anti-social behaviour does not exist 
and that individuals, families and communities are not negatively affected by it; but 
explanations should move beyond pathological assumptions of individual and family 
failure. As it is, the paper highlights briefly and uncritically the ‘root causes’ of 
anti-social behaviour, which appear similar to the factors associated with youthful 
criminal behaviour identified by Farrington (1996), namely: family; school; employment, 
and social and medical problems. 
 
The Proposals to Tackle Anti-social Behaviour 
The Scottish Executive consultation paper (Scottish Executive, 2005a) takes for granted 
that there is widespread public support for a firm anti-social behaviour strategy and 
reinforces the government’s commitment to legislate. To this end, four key objectives 
for the anti-social behaviour strategy are identified, including ‘to protect and empower 
communities’, ‘to build safe, secure and attractive communities’, to prevent anti-social 
behaviour – children and families’ and ‘to introduce effective enforcement’ (p. 13). 
The specific measures proposed by the government to implement the strategy 
include: new Acceptable Behaviour Contracts for children and their parents; the 
extension of existing Anti-social Behaviour Orders (introduced under the Crime and 
Disorder Act [UK] 1998) to those aged 12–15; new parenting orders; the extension of 
electronic monitoring to under-16s, and the introduction of new powers to ensure all 
of the above measures are effectively enforced. 
 
Specifically within the children and families’ objective of the anti-social behaviour 
strategy, the paper emphasizes the government’s belief that ‘strong families create strong 
and healthy communities’ (p. 23). Strong and healthy communities are deemed to be 
those where people feel safe and where ‘parents take responsibility for their children’s 
behaviour and welfare’ (p. 23). While the paper acknowledges that anti-social behaviour 
is not confined to young people and their families, it indicates that many concerns have 
been expressed by Members of the Scottish Parliament (MSPs) and local councillors 
about youth crime and disorder and insists that a strategy is required to tackle this 
behaviour (p. 7). Use is made of recorded crime figures and statistics covering referrals 
to the Scottish Children’s Reporter Administration to demonstrate that, though crime 
rates overall are falling, anti-social behaviour (harassment and intimidation; vandalism 
and damage; behaviour creating fear and alarm) and incidences of children being beyond 
parental control are on the increase. In particular, the paper emphasizes the apparent 
increase in recent years in the number of young people involved in persistent offending 
and anti-social behaviour. In an attempt to demonstrate the government’s commitment 
to supporting vulnerable families and communities, the paper emphasizes the extent to 
which supportive measures are already in place For example, several initiatives have 
been supported including, Sure Start; Social Inclusion and Community Planning 
Partnerships; The Better Neighbourhood Services Fund, and improved funding to 
tackle drug, alcohol and homelessness issues (p. 12). The strong message of the Scottish 
Executive consultation paper (Scottish Executive, 2005a), however, is that more needs 
to be done and, by ‘more’, the government reinforces the notion of coercion and the 
need to compel parents to take responsibility for their children. 
 
Parenting Orders in Scotland 
The paper emphasizes that most parents adequately care for their children, sometimes 
in very difficult circumstances, but argues that it is becoming, ‘increasingly clear that 
there is a small minority of parents who do not fulfil their parental responsibilities . . . 
It is these parents – those who deliberately or recklessly fail their children – at whom 
parenting orders are targeted’ (p. 35). The proposal is that parenting orders will be 
applied for – by either the local authority or the Children’s Reporter – in circumstances 
where parents’ behaviour towards their children is seriously deficient and voluntary 
measures have failed to improve that behaviour (p. 37). 
Parenting orders are civil orders, to be made in the Sheriff Court when there is 
concern either about children’s anti-social behaviour or offending, or about their 
welfare. The orders require parents to undertake certain activities designed to improve 
matters for their children. Breach of a parenting order is a criminal matter and Sheriffs 
have a range of disposals available to them in cases where breach is proven. The paper 
suggests that at all times the welfare of the children must be considered when disposals 
are being made following breach of a parenting order but suggests fines as the initial 
sanction (p. 39). Where parents fail to pay fines, a supervised attendance order should 
be imposed with the normal range of sentencing options available thereafter, including 
imprisonment. 
 
The consultation exercise 
The Scottish Executive consultation paper (Scottish Executive, 2005a) invited written 
responses on all of the new proposals, but made it clear that the extent to which the 
government supported the introduction of parenting orders was ‘a big step forward in 
protecting Scotland’s communities from anti-social behaviour and the fear of crime’ 
(p. 5). 
 
The consultation process confirmed that many communities in Scotland are affected 
by anti-social behaviour and that the lives of people living within these particular 
communities are blighted as a result (Flint et al., 2003). From local meetings, letters to 
newspapers and individuals’ written responses in particular, it appeared that the quality 
of life of many people is undermined by a variety of anti-social behaviour. The 
consultation process also indicated the extent to which local communities wished to 
see effective action taken against the perpetrators of anti-social behaviour. Broadly the 
consultation process revealed general support for the government’s anti-social 
behaviour strategy and in particular for increased protection for victims and witnesses 
of anti-social behaviour, and for acceptable behaviour contracts (Flint et al., 2003). 
There was noticeably less community and agency support for extending anti-social 
behaviour orders to under-16s, extending electronic monitoring to under-16s and for 
introducing parenting orders. 
 
The proposals for parenting orders divided respondents. Of those in support or in 
support with reservations (44%), a total of 23 per cent felt strongly that they should be 
used only as a last resort while 34 per cent of all respondents provided outright 
objection to parenting orders. Flint et al. (2003) note that one group of respondents 
argued that the Scottish Children’s Reporter Administration already had the necessary 
powers to intervene, including removing parents’ responsibility in serious situations, and 
that improved resourcing of preventative measures was more important. Similarly, key 
non-governmental organizations including the Aberlour Trust (2005), Includem and 
other agencies highlighted the lack of appropriate provision for parents who seek help 
and suggested that help should be based on support rather than compulsion. Many 
respondents (not quantified in the original report) were also concerned about the lack 
of resources – including social workers – to implement parenting orders. Others were 
concerned about the development of a stigmatizing ‘blame and shame’ culture where 
parents are held fully responsible with insufficient regard given to stressful structural or 
personal circumstances (Preston, 2005: 182). In addition, respondents raised questions 
about what is good and bad parenting, who makes these assessments and how reliable 
a gauge of parenting is the behaviour of a child anyway? Many concerns were also raised 
about the breach of parenting orders. In particular, fears were expressed about 
criminalizing already deprived families for failure to comply. Here it was argued strongly 
that imposing fines – and the ultimate sanction of imprisonment – on parents was 
highly unlikely to serve the best interests of children. 
 
Several organizations took the time to give detailed responses to the anti-social 
behaviour consultation paper. Edinburgh Youth Social Inclusion Partnership argued 
strongly that young people’s issues need to be considered holistically, rather than in 
isolation as suggested by the consultation paper (EYSIP, 2003). In particular EYSIP 
noted that, despite mentioning the extent to which the causes of anti-social behaviour 
are ‘complex and inter-related’, the paper quickly, ‘targets the perpetrators, or parents 
of the perpetrators, as the causes’ (p. 3). The Howard League in Scotland (2003) 
challenged what it sees as some of the assumptions underlying the consultation paper; 
for example, that anti-social behaviour is wilful and that deterrence and sanctions 
targeting parents and children will be effective responses. In summing up its criticisms 
of the consultation paper, the Howard League asks: 
 
Do we really wish to live in a society which becomes ever more punitive and 
restrictive . . . and in which increasing numbers of people are criminalised?’ 
(Howard League, 2003: 1–2) 
 
The Howard League’s response to its own question emphasizes that vulnerable, 
troubled and ‘troublesome’ families require support and not labels that control, stating: 
. . . the emphasis should rather be on the responsibilities of the majority . . . who cope well . . 
. 
to provide the help and facilities for that minority of young people and families who are less 
capable, underprivileged, and hence often very troublesome. 
(Howard League, 2003: 2) 
The report provides little detail of those members of the community in favour of 
parenting orders. It suggests that the Association of Chief Police Officers Scotland 
viewed the orders as ‘an effective warning to certain parents’ (p. 63) but most positive 
views were expressed with widespread reservations. Therefore, it is clear that the 
consultation process revealed widespread community concern about the nature and 
operation of parenting orders in Scotland. Regardless of eloquent and reasoned 
opposition from a range of high profile independent agencies, however, and in keeping 
with the Westminster parliament’s assertion that parenting orders are both positive and 
progressive, the Scottish Executive downplayed the potentially restrictive and 
criminalizing side to the orders and pressed on with their introduction in Scotland. 
 
The implementation of parenting orders 
The Scottish Executive is clearly advocating ‘a society which becomes ever more 
punitive and restrictive’. Following the consultation exercise, the Anti-social Behaviour 
(Scotland) Bill was introduced to Parliament in October 2003. The bill was published 
with all of the original proposals intact and passed by parliament on 18 June 2004, with 
cries of success and triumph from then Communities Minister, Margaret Curran 
(Scottish Executive, 2004b). 
 
Parenting orders, as a completely new measure in Scotland, required some planning 
before being implemented and the Scottish Executive decided to operate a national 
pilot scheme in the first instance, beginning on 4 April 2005 and lasting for a three-year 
period (Scottish Executive, 2005a). The pilot focused on ‘systems and practice’ rather 
than ‘principles’ (Scottish Executive, 2005a), because the government had already 
decided that the principles behind parenting orders are sound, despite consultation 
objections. 
 
In advance of the national pilot, the Scottish Executive drew up informal advice and 
guidance notes, designed to help those soon to be working with the new measures 
(Scottish Executive, 2004c). The draft guidance was offered to relevant agencies – 
primarily reporters, local authorities and children’s hearing members – for consultation 
between January and March 2005 (Scottish Executive, 2005b). 
The consultation exercise on the draft guidance for parenting orders produced 66 
responses which could be grouped into three broad categories (Scottish Executive, 
2005b): 
•  Comments relating directly to the content and substance of the guidance document 
(41 per cent were positive – especially about the emphasis on parenting orders as a 
last resort – but a number of negative comments were also received; for example, 
that the guidance lacked sufficient emphasis on the welfare of children and focused 
instead on anti-social behaviour). 
•  Suggestions as to inclusions and improvements (39 respondents made suggestions 
mainly for additional clarification; for example, more information on what 
constitutes counselling and clearer mechanisms to ensure the information parents 
receive is consistent across local authorities). 
•  Other general comments relating to parenting orders (42 respondents made general 
comments; for example, expressing concerns about the additional burden parenting 
orders will place on existing scarce resources – how do social workers manage both 
Supervision Orders in respect of children and parenting orders in respect of parents 
at the same time? – and about the impact of breach proceedings on children). 
 
From the comments on the draft guidance it is apparent once again that agencies 
concerned with providing services and support to vulnerable children and their parents 
were not fully convinced either that parenting orders were required or that the 
mechanisms to support their implementation were in place. 
 
The current guidance document is explicit in its intention that Scottish local 
authorities should take responsibility for delivering parenting services; although services 
may also be provided by voluntary agencies, it is local authorities that are earmarked to 
receive funding specifically to implement parenting orders (Scottish Executive, 2005a). 
That said, a survey conducted with 32 local authorities in April 2005 by the popular 
newspaper, The Herald, revealed that ‘local authorities in Scotland have no clear strategy 
for the new legislation on parenting orders’ (Law Society of Scotland, 2005). The results 
of the survey further concluded that ‘children’s agencies have criticized the orders as 
likely to put parents off seeking help. The Executive maintains that the commencement 
date was announced well in advance and authorities have had time to prepare’. 
In an attempt to update the findings of The Herald survey, the authors contacted eight 
local authorities and analysed documentation published on council websites. The 
authorities were sampled by geographical size – smallest to largest; and randomly 
selected based on population density. They included Edinburgh, Glasgow, Stirling, 
Dundee, Aberdeen, Clackmannanshire, East Dumbartonshire and Fife. Discussions and 
email communications with local authority personnel confirmed the earlier findings of 
The Herald that local authorities had not developed protocols or plans for implementing 
parenting orders. All but two local authorities expressed a lack of preparedness to 
administer parenting orders. In a political climate that demands individual responsibility, 
local authorities in Scotland perceive ASBOs as the more appropriate response to 
teenage anti-social conduct as it serves to hold the person and not the parent 
accountable for his/her actions. This is inconsistent with the Scottish Executive claims 
(mentioned above) that parenting orders should be seen in the context of support and 
guidance. One legal representative from a local authority stated: 
 
. . . it (parenting order) is a court order. It’s about punishment. I don’t think anyone 
responsible for putting this order into practice sees it as a welfare type order, it’s not 
about rehabilitation, it’s about retribution . . . We’re not using it at the moment but I 
think politically there will be pressure to use it in the next 12 months . . . We have 
new legislation coming in all the time and often the statutes don’t communicate, so 
it’s getting harder to determine what order should be used. 
 
As a result, the legislative mix of options presented to local authorities continues to 
provide an ideological and administrative milieu that poses ambiguities and 
contradictions for practice. 
 
Two of the local authorities contacted had drawn up parenting order protocols but, 
even so, insisted that the order would be used only as a ‘last resort’ and only if using 
it was in keeping with social work values of respect and social justice; the order would 
never be used to ‘bash parents who have lost control of their children’. At present, the 
protocols reflect rehabilitative ideals, however, there was a perception (based on the 
rhetoric and documentation of government) that this would change and that parenting 
orders would become a mechanism of control and punishment. That only two of the 
authorities concerned have a protocol in place for implementing the orders arguably 
reflects the extent to which they are reluctant to be drawn into increasingly punitive 
responses to parents who, in their professional judgement, are already stigmatized and 
excluded. It may also, of course, indicate that financial support for hard-pressed local 
authorities is as yet unforthcoming, despite the promised £1m in 2004/05 and £2m for 
each year of the three-year pilot (Scottish Executive, 2005a: 4). 
 
Competing policy and practice agendas for children and their parents 
It is of little surprise that Scottish local authorities are confused about what legislation 
and policy to implement, or how to draw up their priorities for supporting vulnerable 
children and their parents, as there appears to be little continuity amongst government 
departments as to the way forward. For example, the Scottish Executive has 
consistently stated its commitment to placing children and young people at the heart 
of its programme (Scottish Executive, 2001, 2004d) in recognition that: 
 
Our children are the future of Scotland. We need to give them the best possible start 
in life so that they have the opportunity to play their full part . . . 
(Scottish Executive, 2001: 49) 
 
The focus in this particular report (For Scotland’s Children) is on better integrated, ‘joined 
up’ services for children in need and the extent to which vulnerable children often do 
not receive the necessary support from relevant agencies. Similar moves to place 
children centre-stage in policy terms are afoot in England – seen most recently in the 
Green Papers, Every Child Matters and Youth Matters (Department for Education and 
Skills, 2003 and 2005). The Scottish Executive recognizes also, however, the extent of 
child poverty in Scotland and the government’s responsibility to break cycles of 
deprivation to ensure that all children, ‘regardless of their family background’ (Scottish 
Executive 2001: 2), have the opportunity to reach their potential. Scottish anti-poverty 
declarations (Scottish Executive, 1999, 2001) are echoed in England (Department for 
Education and Skills, 2003; Department of Social Security, 1999) but it remains the case 
that some of the UK’s most vulnerable children and their families – those marginalized 
on the grounds of class, ‘race’, gender, disability and immigration status, as well as 
income (Preston, 2005) – continue to inhabit a ‘quite different world’ from the rest of 
society (Jones, 2002: 118). 
 
It seems unlikely then that anti-poverty initiatives will, in themselves, address much 
wider inequalities associated with access to health, education and life chances (Davies, 
1998; Preston, 2005). Instead of being targeted for additional assistance and care, our 
most vulnerable citizens are increasingly blamed and punished (Goldson and Jamieson, 
2002; Arthur, 2005), which hardly supports the claim that every child matters. As one 
Scottish local authority representative argued, ‘it is difficult enough trying to provide 
appropriate support for children and families in real need without alienating them 
further by way of legislation that, on the face of it, is little more than change for 
change’s sake’. Our research identifies that the protocols and resources at the local level 
are not in place to address the complexities that contribute to the alienation of socially 
deprived children and their families. Moreover, if they were in place, their 
implementation will proceed within local contexts of ideological confusion. The 
increasing amount of state-driven legislation to control anti-social behaviour premised 
on competing notions of ‘needs’ and ‘deeds’ is proving both onerous and mystifying 
for local authorities. 
 
Conclusion 
Parenting orders have witnessed a significant rise in England and Wales concomitantly 
with an increase in political rhetoric and criminal justice policies underpinned by 
intolerance to ‘anti-social behaviour’ (Goldson and Jamieson, 2002). New Labour’s 
self-styled theme of ‘respect’ continues to target ‘poor parenting’. According to 
information obtained under the Freedom of Information Act, a large number of this 
newly targeted population in England and Wales are those people who fail to ensure 
that their children regularly attend school. With the rapid rise in parenting orders 
occurring conjointly with an expected surge in breaches, it is concerning that the 
courtroom will become the central setting for administering these orders. 
Scotland has yet to make a parenting order; however, seven years of observing 
developments in England and Wales has resulted in nothing more than a photocopy 
initiative. There is a disjunction between the rhetoric and policy of the Scottish 
Executive (notably an emphasis on voluntarism and inclusiveness) and the 
understanding and expectations of local authorities (retribution and punishment). Local 
authorities have not as yet received additional resources to administer parenting orders 
and remain both sceptical and ill-equipped within an ever-demanding environment that 
sees the state’s anti-social behaviour legislation expanding. This raft of legislative 
options to deal with all things anti-social has created a ‘catch-up culture’ at the local 
level where the so-called ‘supportive’ elements of new measures, such as parenting 
orders, are not on the horizon. 
 
There is a vast amount of literature that identifies the important role of parents in 
influencing the behaviour of their children. Recent criminological work by Smith (2004) 
on ‘parenting and delinquency’ attests to this and acknowledges that ‘most parents who 
are ineffective fail because, for deep-seated reasons, they lack parenting skills that are 
hard to learn. Also, they (the findings) illustrate that effective parenting emerges out of 
close interactions and from strong and warm relationships, which cannot of course be 
established by parenting orders’ (Smith, 2004: 20). More recent observations by McAra 
 (2006) further identify the importance of social and economic contexts in understanding 
the complex relationships between children and parents by suggesting that coercion 
through court orders such as parenting orders will fail. McAra argues that parenting 
orders serve to stigmatize and criminalize families, and ‘unless the environmental and 
cultural context is propitious, then attempts to teach parenting skills or indeed force 
parents to take greater control over their children (through measures such as parenting 
orders) are likely to fail’ (p. 11). 
 
Parenting orders see New Labour broadening the lens of social control where 
individual responsibility is given new meaning. It is not only the individual who must 
be held accountable for his/her actions but his or her parents. Such notions of 
collective responsibility through punitive state intervention repackage and redefine 
social deprivation and inequality into ‘anti-social behaviour’. As a result, parenting 
orders in Scotland provide a potentially useful example of ‘policy slippage’ where the 
gap between government policy and practical application is exposed. Parenting orders 
reveal the difficulties confronting local authorities which must implement a range of 
competing policies. Policies that equally emphasize responsibility and accountability on 
the one hand, and support and social inclusion on the other, are bound for confusion 
and uncertainty in their practical expression at the coalface. The ability of parenting 
orders to be effectively operationalized is thwarted by ideological contradictions and 
resource starved local authorities. In such circumstances, the punitive will always prevail 
over the socially inclusive and we remain concerned that the courtroom will provide 
the escape-route or the funnel through which to distil policy failure. 
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